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Singing different tunes from

the same song sheet

Four perspectives of teaching the doing of
action research

Shankar Sankaran
University of Technology Sydney, Australia

Stewart Hase, Bob Dick and Alan Davies
Southern Cross University, Australia

A B S T R A C T

In a move consistent with co-generated learning, this article is
co-written by teachers of action research and a former student.
Before we present the content and structure of the actual course,
we write about the vital issues in teaching action research. We
then describe the course and finally hear a former student 
(himself now supervising doctoral students) on the merits of this
particular approach to learning AR as a doctoral student. This
article represents the combined experience of the authors in
teaching action research together for several years at Southern
Cross University in New South Wales, Australia. While involved in
the same general activity our focus and experiences have, natu-
rally, been quite different and we have tried to communicate
them in this article. Hopefully, our learning will be of some value
to the readers. What follows, then, are the thoughts of: Bob, the
master action research craftsman and educator; Alan, who sees
the bigger picture no matter what he is looking at; Shankar, the
implementer and coordinator of projects; and Stewart, who
struggles and is at peace with a world full of contradictions.
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A search through five databases (EBSCO host research, Proquest 5000, Emerald,
Expanded Academic [Infotrac] and ERIC) using combinations of the keywords
‘action research’, ‘teaching’ and ‘teach’, yielded only five papers that dealt with
the teaching of action research (AR). Most of the papers returned from the search
were accounts of conducting AR mainly in education, health and organizations.
Besides, the five papers that dealt with the teaching of AR turned out to be
accounts of teaching AR mainly for teachers. This confirmed our suspicion that
the experience of teaching AR is poorly documented.

Paule (1999, p. 52) states that ‘Because education in participatory research,
as it is also known, has not been widely offered in Universities, researchers are
often left to fend for themselves’. Maguire (1993) and Mason and Boutillier
(1996) encountered difficulties in learning about AR to do their research and
depended on experience from their fieldwork to learn more about how it should
be conducted. It seems as though action researchers learn about AR by ‘doing it’.
Paule (1999, p. 54), who taught participatory AR at a school of social work,
points out some difficulties in teaching AR that were also encountered by the
authors – the need to adopt a new research perspective, tension between research
and action, and the need to pay attention to group processes.

Beisser and Connor (2004) taught a one-semester course on educational
inquiry at a large public and mid-sized private university in the United States.
Their course included textbooks and readings and teaching traditional skills, such
as interviewing, qualitative data analysis and, if required, statistical data analysis.
Reflexive journaling was used to measure progress and provide feedback. The
authors also support the need for reflective memos and the use of mixed method-
ologies in conducting AR.

Aune (2002) describes an AR course taught through distance education that
was necessitated by teachers who were increasingly enrolling in distance education
for professional development for reasons of convenience and flexibility. The course
is the first part of a Master of Education program. The students in the course write
an initial problem idea, conduct a literature review and write a research proposal.
Then they collect and analyse data, write a research report and present their 
findings on an online colloquium. They also develop a professional portfolio. Our
article describes a similar course, called Action Research and Evaluation Online
(AREOL), which is taught flexibly through distance via the internet.

Some of the issues faced in the program described by Aune that resonate
with our own experiences include working with collaborative groups online, pro-
viding feedback from a distance and adapting the research timetable to the 
student’s own circumstances. We did not face issues such as consistency of course
materials (due to different instructors) as the AREOL program has built up a 
consistent resource for action research. AREOL is used as a qualifier for masters
and doctoral programs at Southern Cross University (SCU) for students who do
not possess an honours degree.
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This article attempts to address this apparent paucity of documentation
concerning how AR is taught. We begin with some paradigmatic reflections con-
cerning action research that Stewart has used in teaching action research to
research students in doctoral programs.

Stewart’s reflections on AR and real learning: An ontology
for its time

AR fascinates me for three related reasons and they underpin the way in which I
teach (facilitate the learning of) AR. The first of these is that it is truly meta-
methodological. Being data driven, AR is a pragmatic exercise about what 
methods one might use for the collection and analysis of data that will have use-
fulness. There is no room for paradigm wars in AR and one does not have to be
a modernist, postmodernist, critical theorist or discourse analyst with all the
ontological and epistemological baggage that all these carry. The research ques-
tion drives the method not the other way around. The second is that AR strikes
me as being real science. It involves being able to test, in real-time situations, 
the assumptions derived from the previous AR cycle. Lastly, AR involves real
learning in that it is born of experience rather than the simple acquisition of
knowledge and skills.

Thus, for me AR is more than a set of techniques or an approach to doing
rigorous and relevant research. It is a way of thinking; an attitude. While I would
refrain from going so far as to suggest that there is an AR type, I do think that
action researchers share some common features. They tend to be flexible people,
open to what experience is telling them, able to change, participative and collab-
orative, egalitarian, questioning and enjoy the process above outcomes. All of
these characteristics suggest a predilection for learning in particular ways as 
suggested by people such as Kolb (1984) and Honey and Mumford (1982). I
think this is at the heart of what makes AR. But let me try to clarify this point.

In 2000 a colleague, Chris Kenyon, and I were looking for a way of describ-
ing how we believed people really learn. In particular, we were interested in 
differentiating between knowledge and skills acquisition, and learning. And we
saw an important difference between teacher-directed and learner-directed edu-
cational experiences. In fact, we believed, and still do, that learning is totally in
the hands of the learner, although not necessarily in a conscious way. If this 
premise is true, then it leads to the conclusion that learners need to have a major
input into the curriculum (in its broadest sense). Our feeling is that they do this
anyway, in ways that are completely outside the control of the teacher. So, we
came up with the term ‘heutagogy’ (Hase & Kenyon, 2000) to represent this
notion of ‘self-determined learning’ and, necessarily, its teaching/learning impli-
cations.1 It seemed a natural progression from pedagogy and andragogy to the
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idea that people learn in a way that is independent from the teacher and that 
cannot be predetermined.

There are a couple of implications that can be drawn from adopting a 
heutagogical approach to education. The first is that the world is full of resources
providing people with the opportunity to obtain knowledge, or what is known in
educational circles as ‘content’. Similarly, skills acquisition is a relatively easy
exercise. However, we spend an inordinate amount of time ‘presenting’ this 
content when we could be more concerned with process. So the second implication
has to do with how we design educational experiences so that they are in the hands
of the learner rather than the teacher. The choice of words here is important
because I want to clearly differentiate between this notion and constructivism.
Constructivism approaches, inter alia, emphasize experiential learning and the
creating of environments that might potentially enable learning. Heutagogy, how-
ever, goes one step further by positing that the learning experience is in the hands
of the learner. It is beyond the experiential learning which is manufactured by the
teacher, although this is a valuable means of acquiring skills and knowledge.

AR is a heutagogical endeavour. It is a process. The learning is entirely in
the hands of the participants. Necessary content is accessed when required and in
response to the data and, hence, the context. Knowledge and skills obtained in
this way, therefore, have the potential to be more meaningful to the learner by
being associated with experience than if presented in isolation from experience.

The knowledge and skills necessary to undertake AR are easily learned. But
there is an attitudinal component, a perspective about how we understand the
world, which is not so easily acquired. People new to AR sometimes need to be
convinced that it is a rigorous and acceptable approach to research. There is a 
fascination I think with the ‘obvious’ rigor inherent in counting things, which
comes into sharp contrast with the methods mostly used in AR activities.

Often, this attitudinal block is overcome in the ‘doing’ of AR. Some of my
most exciting encounters have been with engineers and other technically oriented
people who have used AR. They start off having great trouble because, all of a
sudden, they are dealing with a non-linear world where they confront the social
psychology of participatory methods, finding meaning in action, and getting up
close and personal with the data. I have seen many of these people go through a
metamorphosis that borders on the life-changing. Many postscripts to AR theses
(often included in the concluding chapter) attest to this powerful personal experi-
ence and are worth reading. As most good psychotherapists and educators know,
it is the doing of a thing that changes attitudes rather than the other way around.

AR seems to me to approximate what we do as humans most days of our
lives from cradle to grave. We experiment with the world, we gather information
and experiment some more. We even pass our findings on to others and, if the
receivers of this wisdom have any sense, they check it against their own reality.
Learning is much deeper than a change in behaviour.
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In our experience this ontological position has been controversial in the
higher education sector. One of the major issues confronting AR in universities
seems to be that it stands in stark contrast to the mainstream quantitative and
qualitative research paradigms that have dominated research programs. The
tenets of AR appear particularly confronting to scientists and these are often the
key members of research committees. We have found that getting AR accepted
into the research mainstream has been a difficult road that has needed careful
negotiation every bit of the way. Alan maps some of this journey and describes
some of his concerns.

Alan’s perspective on overcoming barriers to AR education

The call for papers for this particular special issue requested ‘contributions that
present and critically reflect on experiences of teaching action research in higher
education’. From this, I take it that the primary focus is credentialing action
researchers while they are hopefully learning to be action researchers. I make this
point as the process of recognizing, supporting and developing the action research
skills that people innately possess as purposeful beings, may well be best under-
taken outside of an institution of higher learning. Indeed, in my experience, the
institutional setting of higher education can retard and restrict ‘the educating 
of action researchers’. The heutogogical approach to teaching an AR program is
elaborated by Stewart in the previous section of this article. I will focus on the
management of the higher education institutional environment to support action
research and other open systems approaches to knowledge management. The
experience from which I draw covers six Australian higher education institutions,
in four states and territories, over a period of 40 years, which have at some time
employed me as an academic.

I first came up against the boundaries of academia and its institutions in
working with others to integrate the sciences and education into an integrated 
science education degree at the University of Melbourne in the late 1960s. My
learning was about academic boards and the effectiveness of open systems plan-
ning and stakeholder analysis, even though those words were not in my lexicon
at that time. While this was not action research, in that it was not documented
outside of my mind and certainly not published in the refereed literature, it was
certainly out of the action research methodological stable. However, I did not
hear of that term until I worked closely with Fred Emery at the Australian
National University’s Centre for Continuing Education in Canberra, after leaving
the natural sciences as a source of my livelihood. Winding forward two decades,
I found myself at the Northern Rivers College of Advanced Education (NRCAE),
which eventually became the University of New England (Northern Rivers) and
then Southern Cross University (SCU). My aim was to legitimize and embed
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action research and open systems thinking in the DNA of a tertiary educational
institution.

I became an advisor in the CEO’s office, firstly of the director of the
NRCAE and then of the inaugural vice-chancellor (VC) of SCU. Both these 
people were leaders and risk-takers who seemed to share and value my broad
direction despite this causing them difficulties with their councils, unions and 
senior executives. Opportunistically, I accepted an invitation from another uni-
versity, to be involved in an action research based distance PhD program located
in Singapore and Hong Kong. The VC supported my involvement as it brought
experience of such programs into SCU.

I was asked to supervise a ‘pod’ of six students and involved Bob Dick as
co-supervisor. Four of the six graduated within three years and were among the
first six of a cohort of 100 to graduate, despite a whole range of difficulties with
the ethics committee and the Graduate Degrees Committee.

Following this, the VC was open to supporting the development of a simi-
lar program for SCU in Singapore with some modifications based on my experi-
ence. At the time, I was on the SCU academic board, the university council and
the VC’s executive committee. This was useful in establishing some structures
supportive of action research and in gaining the understanding and support of the
dean of postgraduate studies. I was part of an informal team which included
Shankar (one of the four graduates I had supervised), Stewart Hase and Bob Dick.
My institutional role came to an end in 2000. Stewart and Shankar took up insti-
tutional roles in the Graduate College of Management, the academic board and
the ethics committee, and developed a relatively smooth pathway which included
the following essential elements:

• Recognition of prior organizational experience and generic masters pro-
grams as entry qualifications into the PhD program, in conjunction with two
research units that could be taken in parallel with the early parts of the
research.

• Recognition of the Action Research Education Online program (described by
Bob below) as a two-unit research methods unit that fulfilled the research
background necessary to enter a postgraduate research degree.

• Acceptance by the ethics committee that organizational research was differ-
ent from the medical notion of human experimentation and required differ-
ent rules.

• Acceptance by the board of postgraduate studies that the structure of an
action research thesis was necessarily different from that used in the physi-
cal, axiomatically and discipline driven sciences.

To keep it short, gradually action research has been established as a legiti-
mate academic methodology but has not yet, perhaps, become part of the DNA
as we might have hoped. However, when key players and champions for change
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leave the university, I believe these essential support structures for action
researchers and open systems methodologies are at risk of slowly eroding because
they will lose the broad and informed support of the academic community at
SCU. They will die on the vine unless other action researchers at SCU, of whom
there are many, stand up to win places on the academic committees and spend the
frustrating hours and weeks defending the broader (meta) paradigm of action
research and open systems against the still dominant ‘scientific paradigm’.

So, my experience has been that action research has challenged existing
research paradigms in universities. As such it has suffered all the political dimen-
sions that any change might incur in an organizational setting. The use of change
processes has needed to run parallel with the actual teaching of action research in
order to smooth its passage into the system.

Having looked at paradigmatic underpinnings and the political implica-
tions of teaching action research we now turn to an innovative and exciting
approach to the education of action researchers presented by Bob Dick, who
developed the program.

AREOL purpose and structure

AREOL is a one-semester unit included in the coursework program for the
Graduate College of Management at Southern Cross University. Dealing with
action research and related approaches to evaluation, it was originally developed
to provide a convenient source of information on these topics for thesis candi-
dates. In addition it may be taken for credit by management postgraduates and is
also offered as a free public not-for-credit course for anyone who wishes to enrol
in it. The program has been offered twice a year since 1995.

In its primary form it is conducted on conventional email listservers. Two
email lists carry the material:

• a ‘reading list’ carries the weekly session;

• participants may raise questions and make comments on an accompanying
‘discussion list’. Participants are treated as colleagues more than as students.
To this end, they are also invited to provide material on the discussion list
from their own experience.

In addition, there are four smaller email lists provided. These are for participants
who wish to make use of special interest groups: for novices; practitioners; aca-
demics; thesis candidates and their supervisors.

At the end of each program, participants are asked to identify the strengths
and weaknesses of the program. As befits an action research course, the email 
version is revised each semester in the light of the evaluation comments and the
discussion on the discussion list.
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To provide flexibility for those for whom a semester program is not suitable,
the weekly sessions are also available on the web in HTML. The web pages are not
revised as often as are the email sessions, but in other respects are the same. 

AREOL content

The AREOL program has as its central theme that action research has both action
and research components. Early orientation files inform participants what is to
follow. The remainder of the program falls into five broad categories:

• an introduction to action research as a natural process, enhanced by the 
regular use of critical reflection;

• participation and engagement of stakeholders as the main strategy for agree-
ing on actions in a way which builds commitment;

• the use of critical reflection and the careful pursuit of disconfirming evidence
(among other ways) as sources of rigour;

• a cyclic process which alternates between action and critical reflection, inte-
grating the action and the research within each cycle;

• a brief section on an action research approach to evaluation.

AREOL assessment

For those enrolled in AREOL for credit there are three assignments, each based
on project work chosen by those enrolled. Their purpose is to guide people
through progressively more detailed choices:

• In the first assignment, participants compare action research as a research
paradigm with any other paradigm.

• In the second assignment, participants choose any action research method-
ology. They compare it to any other action research methodology, noting the
advantages and disadvantages of each. Methodologies might be chosen from
cooperative inquiry, participatory action research, soft systems method-
ology, or any other.

• In the third assignment participants describe some examples of methods they
will use for involving other stakeholders, and collecting and analysing data.

In all assignments participants are encouraged to do what they can to miti-
gate the unintended side-effects of their chosen approach. They are also asked to
explain how their approach suits their chosen project, and to integrate theory and
practice in their work.

Some thesis candidates also complete this assessment as a qualifying
requirement before their candidature is confirmed. Other thesis candidates are
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encouraged to do the assessment as a way of thinking their way through their
research design.

Finally we turn to the experience of someone who learnt how to do action
research using the AREOL program as a base. Shankar also describes some other
ways in which his learning was enhanced and which we have tried to incorporate
into action research education.

Shankar’s reflections on learning and teaching AR

While working as a manager in a multinational company in Singapore I enrolled
in a PhD program with an Australian university and was told that we would 
be using action research for our methodology. Coming from a scientific and 
engineering background I had not heard about action research at that time. There
were nearly 25 managers who enrolled in this program and most of the others did
not know about action research either. Action research was also not used very
much in the local universities.

The university in which we were enrolled arranged for an eminent professor
to come to Singapore and introduce action research to us. We attended a three-
hour lecture and the professor seemed very knowledgeable but we could not
grasp the concept of action research through one lecture. It seemed like a simple
logical process but we were still unsure how to apply it to a workplace problem.
Although we had access to a local university library, most of us were busy execu-
tives working late hours in an industrious Singapore. We did not find the time to
visit the library and online electronic resources were not available at the time.
Most databases were available in the form of compact discs and we had to visit
the library and use their computers to search the databases.

Professor Alan Davies was asked to supervise six of us who had agreed to
work together during our doctoral journey. Alan then requested Professor Bob
Dick to be an associate supervisor as he needed some assistance with the method-
ological aspects of action research. We met Bob and he provided us with a 
simplified explanation of action research and encouraged us to do the AREOL
program [http://www.scu.edu.au/schools/gcm/ar/AREOL/AREOLhome.html].

I joined this program and became part of a ‘learning set’ within the 
program with several Australians and one practitioner from the US. This was
probably the best thing that happened to me as the ‘learning set’ became my
source of knowledge. Bob also encouraged us to subscribe to an action research
discussion list called arlist [http://www.scu.edu.au/schools/gcm/ar/arr/arlist.html]
which was another great resource as we could ask questions and several members
of the list were generous enough to answer them, although I suspect some of these
questions must have been very simple.

Although I joined the AREOL program and Bob sent our lessons in email
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format every two weeks or so, I had great difficulty keeping up with the activities
associated with each topic as my job required extensive travel in South-East Asia
and, in those days, internet connections were not easily available. So I had to
repeat the course three times until I had completed the course to my satisfaction.
This was not a financial burden as AREOL is offered free to the public twice a
year by Bob. However, I kept in touch with my first learning set and the postings
in arlist were very helpful. As I started becoming more comfortable with action
research methodology and processes, I started visiting libraries and reading books
and journal articles and making sense of them. Kemmis and McTaggart’s (1988)
The action research planner, Dick’s (2006) You want to do an action research
thesis? and McNiff’s (1988) Action research: Principles and practice were the
resources I used the most in the initial stages until I found the confidence to
explore further.

Another way I learnt about action research was when the six of us who were
being supervised by Alan and Bob decided to form an ‘action learning set’ to meet
regularly and discuss our issues. Each of us would read up something related to our
research and explain this to the others during our set meetings. This ‘peer’ support
helped us to learn faster as we could divide the task of reading and understanding
the various concepts. This concept has been used to great effect and we have found
that cohorts of students managed in this way are more likely to succeed than those
working in isolation. It is also a richer educational experience.

I also enrolled in an online program called Action research on the web
(AROW) [http://www2.fhs.usyd.edu.au/arow] facilitated by Dr Ian Hughes from
the University of Sydney. This was a formal course and we had to submit regular
written work through the internet. Most of my classmates were from the area of
health and I learnt a lot about how action research is applied in health. Learning
about the application of action research in different disciplines introduced me to
a variety of methods I could use. Even within our learning set in Singapore we had
researchers from a bank, a hospital, a consultancy and an educational institution.
The learning set I joined during the AREOL program also helped me to exchange
views with people from a number of disciplines.

Another platform where both explicit and tacit knowledge were shared
during our doctoral program was the yearly supervision sessions we had with
Alan and Bob in Singapore. When Alan and Bob came to Singapore for weekly
supervision sessions we would meet either as a whole group or at least in pairs
each time. Therefore, we could observe when the other students were making
their presentations to, or asking questions of, the supervisors. A couple of us also
travelled to Australia and stayed with Alan and reviewed our work with Alan and
Bob towards the later stages of our research.

In summary, I think for busy executives like us, attending lectures or using
the library did not turn out to be the best way to learn about action research. I
think we learnt more about action research through association and trying out
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some methods to see what worked and what did not. Programs such as AREOL
and AROW incorporate a range of activities that help you to apply small changes
at your workplace and learn about action research.

I have now started supervising doctoral students using action research, and
I encourage my students to do a program such as AREOL. In an action research
PhD program that we established in Singapore it is compulsory for all the 
students to complete an AREOL program before they write their research pro-
posals. During the program, they are also encouraged to compare action research
approaches with other approaches and carry out a pilot project. Some students
even use the outputs from the pilot study successfully as data for their doctoral
research. We also explain action research in our Doctor of Business Administra-
tion (DBA), practitioner research workshops by using real examples of how our
students have successfully applied action research.

Discussion and conclusions

You have now read the views of four people intimately involved in teaching and
supervising action researchers in a university that has developed a reputation for
being a centre for action research in Australia. Although we speak from different
perspectives there are some common themes in our accounts.

It is not easy to teach action research in the same didactic way as other
research methodologies. This is because while the theory of AR sounds simple, it
takes some practice to do it well, given its complexity and applied nature, as seen
from Shankar’s experience. The AREOL program developed by Bob combines
both lessons and activities to help bridge the gap between theory and practice.

Since action research is not a mainstream methodology in universities, it
does not enjoy the level of support given to traditional research methods as noted
by Alan. It is also not economically feasible to offer university courses specifically
in action research due to the low numbers of researchers taking it up. So in the
age of economic rationalism courses like AR are not supported. AREOL solves
this problem in two ways. One, for those who do not need accreditation it is
offered free due to the goodwill of Bob Dick and some ‘friendly’ souls in SCU
who support it. At the same time if accreditation is required, it is possible. The
course is also used as a research qualifier in more than one university and there is
some economy due to this. Since AREOL is offered through the internet it does
not need classrooms and other infrastructure needed to support a face-to-face
course. It does not affect the quality of teaching; as Stewart points out the 
learners are the ones who make best use of the AREOL and all the AR resources
posted at the SCU website.

As Shankar points out, AR is learnt not only through theory but by observ-
ing and interacting with others who are doing AR as well as through practice.
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AREOL provides this environment as academic researchers can work side by side
in learning sets with practitioners, who are also enrolled in the program at the
same time, so that both communities are able to learn from each other. This also
helps in bridging theory and practice. Since its inception in 1994, AREOL has
grown fivefold with more than 100 participants from around the world enrolling
in each cohort. This has been possible mainly due to the heutogogical philosophy
adopted by the program, described by Stewart.
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Note

1 Dr Ian Hughes, who facilitated the AROW program, notes:

I am interested to read this discussion of the notion of ‘heutagogy’. I suspect I am
singing a different tune from the same song sheet when I see my ‘teaching’ practice
as creating or facilitating situations within which students learn. I developed this
practice over several years, after reading about Paulo Freire’s (1973) problem posing
education. I believe we can facilitate deep learning of action research, but it is not
something that we can teach (in the sense of transferring knowledge from a teacher
to a student). The student’s experience is qualitatively different to the teacher’s, and
is outside the teacher’s control. Students construct their own learning experiences,
and their reflection on their own experience is necessary for deep and practical learn-
ing of action research. This style of education was labelled subversive in the 1970s,
and remains counter-cultural in these days of academic managerialism and economic
rationalism.
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